of mind and body, reason and impulse, autonomy and law. 
According to Philosophy in a New Key, from the flux of bodily 
sensation (the sense data), human minds constantly abstract 
the forms that affect them. Symbols are far more than com- 
municative devices or descriptions of the empirical world; 
the brain endlessly makes them, as evidenced by dreams, reli- 
gious experience, art, ritual, and even science. For Langer, 
symbols worked as both an end and an instrument, a human 
characteristic and compulsion. All of one’s conceptions are 
only held through symbols. While the biological and social 
origin of the symbolic is inflected differently in myth, reli- 
gion, art, or science, the human drive to symbolize character- 
izes every form, and they are equally human acts of meaning- 
making. 


An account of human emotion, Feeling and Form: A 
Theory of Art (1953) extends the symbolic into forms that 
are less linguistic, and it offers a fuller account of expression 
and reception. Langer extends the earlier example of music 
to develop an aesthetic theory that includes the place of time, 
virtual space, magic, poesis, and traumatic forms. She argues 
that art is a symbolic form that through its dynamic structure 
expresses the forms of experience that language is unfit to 
convey. Language—limited by its discursive, sequential 
form—cannot express the emotional content as well as can 
presentational forms, such as music and painting. The cre- 
ation of aesthetic forms, however, is not an emotional experi- 
ence; it is an intellectual one of understanding and objectify- 
ing emotions. 


Langer’s philosophy is often connected to that of the 
German philosopher Ernst Cassirer. Although they were 
friends—she translated Cassirer’s Language and Myth 
(1946)—too frequently their philosophical systems are col- 
lapsed and fruitful distinctions lost to the detriment of each. 
Unlike Cassirer, who values science over art, and reason and 
numbers over feeling and language, Langer offers a nonhie- 
rarchical model of symbolic forms, one based in biological 
evolution (Mind, 1967-1982), and she avoids a communica- 
tive model of language, instead conceiving language as form- 
ing and expressing concepts. Furthermore, Langer developed 
a full aesthetic theory and, through it, a more complex sense 
of symbolic reception and production. 


Langer’s own influence has been significant if underre- 
cognized. Although women philosophers faced resistance in 
the mid-twentieth century, Langer’s books were widely read. 
Her work remains vital to theology, rhetoric, and aesthetic 
philosophy, and references to her writings continue to appear 
in anthropology, psychology, education, and communica- 
tions. 
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LANGUAGE: SACRED LANGUAGE 


Language, as a fundamental form of human expression, is a 
central element in every religious tradition and can be exam- 
ined from a variety of perspectives. This article will not be 
concerned with the theological issue of how to assess the 
truth of religious statements; that is, rather than dealing with 
language’s function of making propositions about a sacred 
reality, the focus will be on the kinds of sacral functions to 
which language has been put, such as consecration and 
prayer, and on the ways in which language itself has been re- 
garded as a manifestation of the sacred. 


The enormous advances made in the disciplines of lin- 
guistics and the philosophy of language over the last few dec- 
ades have provided the scholar of religion with the means for 
more precise characterization of sacred language and its func- 
tions. Traditional terms used to describe the forms of sacred 
language—such as prayer, praise, and magic spell—though 
they stand for important thematic concerns, are too broad 
and imprecise by themselves to express adequately the rich 
variety of religious functions performed by language and the 
complexities involved in accomplishing those ends. The key 
to the modern understanding of language is to see it as an 
integrated system of components that are concerned with 
form and purpose, as well as with meaning. Spoken language 
manifests itself in the speech act, a type of purposeful human 
activity that can be analyzed in terms of its intended effect 
within a social context. A speech act involves (1) a language 
in which to embody a message, (2) a speaker to send the mes- 
sage, (3) a hearer to receive it, (4) a medium by which it is 
transmitted, and (5) a context to which it makes reference. 
Sacred language can be examined in terms of how it gives 
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distinctive treatment, in turn, to each of these elements of 
a speech act situation. Then we will see how these compo- 
nents are combined to achieve the various goals of sacred 
speech acts. 


LANGUAGE AS A MANIFESTATION OF THE SACRED. Perhaps 
the most interesting examples of the intersection of religion 
and language are those cases in which language has been 
viewed not just as a means for referring to or communicating 
with the sacred realm but as an actual manifestation of a sa- 
cred power. Some of the most sophisticated understandings 
of language as a sacred power entail the belief that it was a 
fundamental force in the creation of the cosmos. Such ideas 
are widespread. 


Language and creation. The Karadjeri of Australia, for 
example, say that it was only from the moment that the first 
two humans gave names to all the plants and animals, on the 
first day of creation, that those things really began to exist. 
The texts of ancient Sumer provide the first example of the 
commonly found Near Eastern doctrine of the creative 
power of the divine word. The major deities of the Sumerian 
pantheon first plan creation by thinking, then utter the com- 
mand and pronounce the name, and the object comes into 
being. Well-known is the biblical version of this same theme, 
in which God brings order out of chaos by simply speaking 
(“Let there be light,” Gr. 1:3) and by naming (“God called 
the light Day, and the darkness he called Night,” Gv. 1:5). 
Adam’s giving of names to the plants and animals in the sec- 
ond chapter of Genesis, like the Australian example above, 
confirms mere physical existence with linguistic existence. 


The religions of India, extending back into the earliest 
recorded forms of Hinduism in the Vedic period (c. 1000 
BCE), contain the most developed speculations about the cos- 
mic role of language. Several of the Vedic texts record the 
story of a primordial contest between speech and mind to 
see which is the most fundamental and essential force. While 
mind always wins, there is still the acknowledgement that 
speech is a basic cosmic force. One Vedic god, Prajapati, who 
in the Brahmanas (c. 800 BCE) figures most prominently as 
the god of creation, speaks the primal syllables bir, bhuvah, 
svar to create the earth, atmosphere, and heaven. He is said 
to give order to the world through name and form 
(namaripa), which are elsewhere called his manifest aspects. 
These two terms are key elements in much of later Hindu 
philosophy, standing for the two basic dimensions of reality. 
The single most important term from this earliest stratum 
of Indian thought on language is vac. Meaning “speech,” it 
has been personified as an independent deity, the goddess 
who is Prajapati’s wife and who is, in some places, given the 
role of the true active agent in creating or, more accurately, 
becoming the universe. 


Among the Western religious traditions, a comparable 
idea has been expressed in the doctrine of the /ogos. It was 
developed in the ancient world through a combination of 
Platonic, Aristotelian, and Stoic ideas. Logos was viewed as 
the rational principle that pervaded and gave order to nature. 


It was a demiurge that mediated between the created cosmos 
and the transcendent god, in whose mind existed the eternal 
forms. This idea was taken over by Hellenistic Judaism (in 
the writings of Philo Judaeus, 30 BCE—50 CE), where /ogos was 
identified with the biblical “Word of God”; from there it 
came to influence Christianity, which around 150 CE began 
to refer to Jesus as the Logos. The Christian view of the Logos 
seems to stress its quality as language, word, and message, 
rather than as mere thought; and besides the world-ordering 
function, there is the idea that the Logos is a principle of sal- 
vation as well, delivering the message that shows the way to 
return to the condition of original cosmic purity. Such a con- 
ception of the double movement of creative language is 
found within the Indian Tantric system also. 


The widely influential Tantric philosophy (which began 
to reach its classical articulation around 1000 CE) developed 
earlier strands of Indian speculation on language into a full- 
blown cosmogonic and soteriological system. The supreme 
deity of Hindu Tantrism, Siva, is pure consciousness and 
thus silent. But in his first manifest form he unites with his 
consort, Vac (“speech”), who is also termed Siva’s Sakti 
(“power”), the female agency through which the process of 
creation will proceed. Creation begins with a subtle vibration 
that develops into the “mothers of the letters” of the Sanskrit 
alphabet, then into the words of speech, and finally into the 
referents of those words, namely, the concrete objects of the 
world. Certain monosyllabic vocables, called bija mantras 
(mantras are syllables, words, or whole sentences that serve 
as both liturgical utterances and meditational devices), are re- 
garded as the primordial forms of this linguistic evolution 
and, therefore, as sonic manifestations of basic cosmic pow- 
ers: literally “seeds” of the fundamental constituents of the 
universe. For example, yam is equivalent to wind, ram to fire. 
Importantly, the Tantric adept who masters the use of man- 
tras is felt to know how to control the process of cosmic evo- 
lution, and to be able to reverse that process to take himself 
back to the condition of primordial unity and silence that 
constitutes the goal of Tantric practice. 


A very similar conception of cosmic evolution as identi- 
cal with linguistic evolution was developed in Qabbalah, the 
medieval tradition of Jewish mysticism. The main idea here 
was that God himself was totally transcendent, but flowing 
forth from him were a series of ten emanations of light (sefi- 
rot) that were his manifest and knowable aspects. However, 
parallel to the emanation doctrine existed the conception of 
creation as the unfolding of the divine language. Instead of 
realms of light, there issued forth a succession of divine 
names and letters, namely, the twenty-two consonants of the 
Hebrew alphabet. As in Indian Tantrism, such a belief led 
to a tradition of powerful word-magic; the initiate into the 
practices of Qabbalah was supposedly capable of repeating 
acts of cosmic creation through proper combination of the 
Hebrew letters. 


Language as a sacred substance. A hallmark of the 
modern understanding of language is the realization that 
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meaning rests on a conventional relationship between the 
signified and the signifier. The latter (e.g., a word) is com- 
prised of both form (e.g., phonological and grammatical 
rules of proper formation) and substance (e.g., its sounds, if 
a spoken word). The meaning of a word, however, is not in- 
herent in either its form or substance. In premodern attitudes 
toward language, such distinctions were not usually made. 
In particular, to regard some linguistic manifestation as sa- 
cred did not imply that it was exclusively, or even primarily, 
the meaning that was taken to be holy. More often it was 
the exact form or even the veritable substance in which it was 
expressed. that was felt to be the locus of the sacrality. This 
is seen most clearly in the reluctance or refusal to allow trans- 
lation of certain religious expressions into equivalent state- 
ments. Religious traditions have often held the position that 
synonymy does not preserve sacrality. After a brief look at 
some examples of language substance that are regarded as sa- 
cred, we will turn to some of the important ways in which 
language form has taken precedence over meaning in various 
religions. 


The Dogon of Africa believe that the speech used by the 
priest during ritual action contains a life force, or nyama, that 
is conveyed by his breath and becomes mixed with the life 
force of the invoked gods and the sacrificial offerings that are 
to be redistributed for the benefit of all the people. The 
nyama is given to the priest by a snake deity who appears at 
night and licks his body, thereby conveying the moisture of 
the word—the same creative power used by God at the be- 
ginning of the world to fertilize the cosmic egg. The Cha- 
mula, a Maya community of Mexico, have a similar notion 
of the useful power inherent in the substance of sacred speech 
used in ritual, believing that this more formal and redundant 
language contains a “heat” that is consumed. by the gods 
along with the other offered substances. 


Sacred languages. It is well known that many religions 
have developed the idea that an entire language, usually other 
than the vernacular, is sacred. Such languages are then often 
reserved for liturgical or for other functions conveying sacred 
power, such as healing or magic. A sacred language usually 
begins as a vernacular through which a revelation is believed 
to have been received. This can lead to the belief that that 
language is particularly suited for revelation—that it is supe- 
rior to other languages and thus inherently sacred. For exam- 
ple, Sanskrit, the language of the Vedas, the earliest sacred 
scriptures of Hinduism, means literally “perfected,” or “re- 
fined” (samskrta). In Islam, the Arabic wording of the Qur'an 
is regarded as essential to its holiness; as is said in many pas- 
sages of the book itself, “we have sent it down as an Arabic 
Qur'an.” This has sometimes led to the inference that trans- 
lations of the Qur’an are not themselves sacred scriptures, 
but more like mere commentaries. Such belief in the sacrality 
of what originally was a vernacular seem to be special cases 
of the widespread idea that one’s people and culture are the 
best, superior to others by virtue of a special closeness to the 
gods. For example, the Chamula of Mexico say that the sun 
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deity gave them the best of all the languages of mankind; 
thus they call it “true language.” 


Furthermore, the Chamula distinguish three different 
forms of their own language, the most important of which 
is “ancient words,” those which were given to their ancestors 
during the first stages of world creation. These are the formal 
phrases used in ritual. This example well illustrates a general 
principle. Many traditional peoples, as well as high cultures, 
recite sacred doctrines and rituals in an archaic form of 
speech that is only barely comprehensible to contemporary 
speakers. But the language is regarded as sacred, not primari- 
ly because it is different from the vernacular, but because it 
contains the doctrines of revered figures from the past, such 
as gods, prophets, or ancestors. The desire to express the un- 
changing, eternal validity of some scripture or liturgy by not 
allowing any change over time in its language will necessarily 
result in the language becoming largely unintelligible to 
those without special training. Such is the case for many of 
the prayers (vorito) that are spoken by the priests in Shinto 
shrines, having been preserved in their original classical Japa- 
nese of the tenth century CE. The further passage of time can 
yield a fully distinct, now “sacred,” language, as the offspring 
vernaculars develop into independent forms. Such was the 
case for Sanskrit in relation to its vernacular offshoots, the 
Prakrits, as well as for Latin in relation to the Romance lan- 
guages. 


The most prominent place a sacred language will be 
found, aside from in the scriptures, is in the cult. Here the 
preservation of archaic forms of language is part of the gener- 
al conservatism of liturgical practice. The inclusion in the 
Latin Mass of such ancient and foreign-sounding elements 
as the Hebrew and Aramaic formulas “Halleluja,” “Amen,” 
and “Maranatha” and the Greek prayer “Kyrie eleison” 
added an element of mystery and sense of connectedness to 
a religiously significant past, which even the Latin phraseolo- 
gy would eventually come to represent. 


Whenever language has become mere form to the com- 
mon person, having lost the ability to convey any message 
beyond its symbolic representation of a particular manifesta- 
tion of sacrality, there will be a reaction by those who see a 
need for a scripture or liturgy that can once again speak and 
teach. Many religious movements have begun on this note, 
railing against frozen formalism and demanding—and usual- 
ly producing—vernacular expressions of their religious feel- 
ings. Buddhism began in this manner, as did many bhakti 
movements in medieval India. The latter stressed vernacular 
compositions—devotional poetry—that often became the 
foundation for the flowering of literature in the regional lan- 
guage. In the West, Luther’s insistence on hearing, under- 
standing, and responding to the divine word led to the Prot- 
estant use of vernaculars and to the elevation of liturgical 
practices, such as the sermon, that stressed not just presenta- 
tion of the scriptural forms but interpretation of the scriptur- 
al message. 
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Sets of sacred words. While not every religion develops 
the idea of an entire language as sacred, many—perhaps 
most—do regard some special subset of speech as an embodi- 
ment of the sacred. The mere uttering or hearing of words 
from this set, which usually takes the form of a collection of 
sacred scriptures, will be believed efficacious, whether or not 
the meaning is understood. This emphasis on formulaic, as 
opposed to spontaneous, language brings with it a stress on 
techniques of preservation and precise recitation of the given 
texts, rather than on methods for inspiration and creation of 
new expressions. The sacred words of scripture are a divine 
gift to man, which relieve him of the burden of inventing 
his own, merely human, response to the sacred. 


Within the set of sacred scriptures, a single passage may 
stand out as the holiest of all, and therefore the most effica- 
cious. Hinduism recognizes the mystic syllable om as the es- 
sence of all the Vedas, and the hymn known as the Gayatri 
(Reveda 3.62.10), has achieved a place of preeminence 
among all mantras. The smallest unit of sacred language is 
the single word, and there have been many candidates for the 
one that should be regarded as the holiest. However, the 
most widely recognized sacred word is the name of a god. 
This stems from a common association of the name of some- 
one with that person’s soul. Utterance of the name was felt 
to give power over the being. So the name of God in various 
religions has alternately been taboo—to be avoided because 
likely to incite the awesome power of the deity—and a focal 
point of prayer, meditation, or magic. The Igbo of Africa try 
to avoid using the names of gods they consider particularly 
capricious, employing instead such circumlocutions as “The 
One Whose Name Is Not Spoken.” On the other hand, for 
the Sifis, the mystics of Islam, the intense repetition of the 
divine name over and over again in the practice of dhikr is 
regarded as one of the most effective means of achieving the 
highest state of pure, undivided consciousness of God. 


THE SPEAKER. Just as form may take precedence over con- 
tent, so too the messenger may be a more important determi- 
nant of the sacrality of language than the message. Certainly 
the characteristics possessed by the speaker have often been 
regarded as significant factors contributing to, or detracting 
from, the sacral impact of the words uttered. The greatest 
impact comes when the speaker is regarded, in effect, as 
being a god. Very dramatic are those cases where a god is be- 
lieved to talk directly and immediately through a person in 
the present. Here we have what has been called prophetic or 
charismatic speech, which stands in contrast to liturgical 
speech by representing a fresh and instantaneous infusion of 
sacrality. It may take such forms as speaking in tongues (glos- 
solalia), or acting as a medium, oracle, or prophet. 


For human speakers, in any case, their status will affect 
the sacrality attributed to their words; particular status may 
even be a necessary precondition for the use of sacred words. 
Priests, for example, may have exclusive rights to the use of 
liturgical utterances. In India, only the three upper classes 
were allowed to perform rites with Vedic mantras. Certainly 


high status will enhance the effectiveness of one’s speech. 
Thus the Dinka of Africa believe that their priests’ words are 
more effective in invoking, praying, and cursing because they 
have within themselves the power of the deity Flesh, who 
manifests himself in their trembling while they speak. 


At some point in their history, most religions have 
struggled with the problem of keeping their tradition of rites 
and prayers from becoming an empty formalism. One ap- 
proach has been to insist that a certain quality of heart or 
mind accompany the recitation of the sacred formulas. This 
usually involves a greater attention to the meaning of the lan- 
guage and requires a different attitude on the part of the 
speaker than does mere exactness in the repetition of the 
forms. In Vedic India, where precise articulation of the man- 
tras became an essential ingredient of an effective ritual, there 
also developed the idea that the priest who had esoteric 
knowledge of the symbolic import of the ritual, and who si- 
lently rehearsed that knowledge during the performance, had 
the most effective ritual of all. In Indian Tantrism, the man- 
tra became a meditational device that had to be uttered with 
the proper consciousness to be effective. The goal was to have 
the worshiper’s consciousness blend with the thought-power 
represented by the mantra. A final example is the Jewish con- 
cept of kavvanah. \n Talmudic writings, this was a state of 
mental concentration appropriate for prayer. But in the sys- 
tem of the Qabbalah, this became, during the recitation of 
a prayer, a form of single-minded meditation on the cosmic 
power to which the prayer was addressed. This gave one 
power over that cosmic element or allowed one’s soul to as- 
cend to that cosmic realm. 


THE HEArReER. There may be a great difference in perspective 
on the issue of the sacrality of language between the speaker 
and the hearer or audience. The characterization of a sacred 
language as unintelligible and valued only for its form, dis- 
cussed above, would apply, then, only to the untutored audi- 
ence, and not to the priestly speaker who had been taught 
that language. Often, however, even a priest will be ignorant 
of the meaning of the words he uses, as is the case today, for 
example, among many of the Hindu drahbmans who use San- 
skrit recitations in their rituals, or the Buddhist monks who 
chant the Pali scriptures. 


In many applications of sacred language, the intended 
hearer is a god. However, unlike the addressee in ordinary 
conversational situations, the addressed gods seldom speak 
back. The pattern of use most typical for sacred language—as 
in ritual or prayer—is not dialogue, with responsive ex- 
changes between a speaker and hearer who alternate roles, 
but monologue. Or, in a ritual, there may be multiple speak- 
ers, but seldom are they responding to or addressing one an- 
other; rather they are prompted by cues of form to utter what 
the text calls for next, in a pattern that could be called orches- 
trated. 


THE MEpIuM. The spoken word uses the medium of sound 
for its transmission. This gives it qualities that make it quite 
distinct from the written word, conveyed through the medi- 
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um of print. This article focuses on sacred language as spo- 
ken, leaving to others the discussion of sacred forms of writ- 
ten language. 


Many scholars in the past few decades have come to un- 
derstand and emphasize the numerous differences between 
oral cultures and literate cultures. One key difference is that 
preliterate peoples regard the speaking of an utterance as an 
act that manifests power; the word is viewed as an active 
force that is immediately involved in shaping the world. In 
contrast, the written word comes to stand for lifeless abstrac- 
tion from the world. 


The medium of sound has a number of flexible qualities 
that can be manipulated to express nuances of power and sa- 
crality in ways that go beyond the meaning of the words. 
These range from variation in tone and speed to the use of 
sound patterns such as rhythm and rhyme. The simplest of 
these vocal but nonverbal (or paralinguistic) features is varia- 
tion in loudness. In the high cult of Vedic India, for example, 
three major variations were used for the mantras: (1) aloud, 
for the priest who recited the hymns of praise; (2) muttered, 
for the priest who performed most of the physical handi- 
work; and (3) silent, for the priest who sat and watched for 
errors in the performance. The loud recitations of praise were 
further divided into high, medium, and low tones, with the 
louder portions also spoken at a faster pace. The instructions 
for the traditional (Tridentine) Mass of Catholicism also 
called for three different tones, from aloud to inaudible. 


While heightened sacrality, as in a liturgical climax, is 
sometimes marked by the loudest dynamic, often it is just 
the opposite. Silent speech or pure silence have often been 
regarded as the highest forms of religious expression. Thus, 
many times in the history of the Mass, the Canon—the cli- 
mactic hallowing and offering of the sacraments—has been 
recited inaudibly, or so softly that only those immediately 
around the celebrant can hear. In Indian Tantra an explicit 
doctrine developed according to which “prayer without 
sound is recommended as the most excellent of all.” Among 
the Zuni of North America, a person’s most prized prayers 
are said only “with the heart.” 


Other modifications of sound may be used to set off 
some speech as particularly sacred. For example, the Zuni 
have another category of nonordinary language, used primar- 
ily in ritual, that they say is “raised right up.” In this form 
they give strong stress and high pitch to ordinarily weak and 
low syllables. The most refined way of giving form to the 
sounds of language is to craft them into poetry or song. Ad- 
herents of many religions have felt that these forms possessed 
more magical power than prose or are more fitting modes 
of expression for the very solemn. For example, the tradition- 
al distinction between low and high Mass is based primarily 
on the use in the latter of a sung or chanted liturgy. In the 
Vedic high cult, the more lavish and important rituals were 
marked by the addition of a sung portion taken from the 
Samaveda. 
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THE CONTEXT. Full understanding of any speech act re- 
quires knowledge of the context in which it occurs. Language 
regarded as sacred quite often has for its context a ritual set- 
ting. In that case, the intended effects of the speech acts are 
largely confined to the domain of the ritual. Some rituals do, 
of course, intend their effects to carry over into the nonritual 
environment as, for example, when the priest says “I now 
pronounce you man and wife.” Sacred language may also 
find expression in settings other than ritual, in the case of 
spontaneous prayers or the occasional use of magic spells, for 
example. 


The relationship between ritual language and its context 
is much different from that between ordinary language and 
its context. Since ritual language is, for the most part, the 
repetition of a fixed text, it precedes and, in effect, creates 
its context rather than reflecting and representing in speech 
a context regarded as prior and already defined. Therefore, 
much ritual language is directed toward defining the charac- 
teristics of the participants and the nature of the ritual situa- 
tion. The rich symbolism of both object and action that 
marks off ritual behavior from ordinary behavior will add yet 
another distinctive trait to ritual language. Its message is 
often paralleled in the symbolic systems of those other 
media—the visual and tactile properties of the physical ob- 
jects, the kinesthetic sensibilities of gesture and movement— 
which then serve to reinforce, enhance, or even complete the 
verbal meaning. For example, as the Dinka priest recites an 
invocation over the animal victim during a sacrifice, he ac- 
companies each phrase with a thrust of his sacred spear to 
ensure that his words “hit the mark” and weaken the beast 
for the final physical act of killing. During the reciting of the 
Institution in the Mass, the priest breaks bread and offers the 
cup of wine to reenact the Last Supper and, thus, give parallel 
reinforcement to the words that make reference to the same 
event. 


LANGUAGE IN SACRED FUNCTION. The several speech act 
components just surveyed, from language itself to the con- 
text in which it is spoken, combine to achieve the final prod- 
uct of the sacred utterance. There has been a wide variety of 
terms used to describe the possible intended effects (or, in 
linguistic terminology, illocutionary forces) of words used in 
the service of religious ends. However, it seems possible to 
reduce this multiplicity to two basic categories of purpose: 
(1) transforming some object or state of affairs and (2) wor- 
shiping spiritual beings. These categories correspond, in 
some measure, to the traditional views of sacred language as 
either magic spell, the self-effective word of power, or prayer, 
the petitionary communication with a god. That phrasing, 
however, overstates the dichotomy. It is all too customary to 
regard the formulas in one’s own religion as prayers and 
those of another’s as spells. 


There is, in fact, an important trait held in common by 
both transforming and worshiping forms of language when 
they are employed in the context of ritual. As remarked earli- 
er, most ritual language comes from a preexisting text and 
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is repeated verbatim during the performance. It conveys little 
or no information to any of the ritual participants, since 
nothing new is being said. Therefore, it might be best to 
characterize the overall purpose of ritual language as creating 
and. allowing participation in a valorized situation, rather 
than communicating information. 


Language and transformation. It has already been 
noted above that there is a significant difference between sa- 
cred language uttered within the context of a ritual and that 
spoken outside of such a setting. A ritual is a self-contained 
and idealized situation in which the participants and objects 
momentarily take on changed identities in order to play out 
sacred roles. The words of the liturgy are the chief instru- 
ments by which these transformations take place. 


The human participants. First of all, the human obser- 
vants need to express their pious qualifications for undertak- 
ing the ritual. First-person indicative utterances are most fre- 
quently used to accomplish this task. In Christianity, for 
example, the proper identity of a repentant sinner and believ- 
er in the correct doctrine becomes manifest through the reci- 
tation of the Confession, “I confess to almighty God. . . 
that I have sinned,” and the Creed, “I believe in one 


God...” 


Some ritual traditions involve transforming the human 
into a divine being, in many cases by using language that 
states an identity between parts of their bodies. This is a com- 
mon theme in Navajo healing rites. One prayer, for example, 
describes the deeds of two Holy People at the time of cre- 
ation, and then continues: “With their feet I shall walk 
about; . . . with their torso I shall walk about.” The priest 
in a Vedic ritual must also establish his partial identity with 
the gods, using such mantras as, “I pick you [grass bundle] 
up with the arms of Indra.” 


The ritual objects. The transmundane character of the 
ritual objects is, in a parallel fashion, often conferred or made 
explicit by indicative phrases. Most of the implements at a 
Vedic sacrifice are addressed by the priest with second- 
person utterances, such as this one to a wooden sword: “You 
are the right arm of Indra.” The words spoken over the sacra- 
ments of the Christian Eucharist (“This is my body”) also 
typify utterances of this category, whose function could ap- 
propriately be labeled consecration. 


The ritual goals. Once the ritual setting has been trans- 
formed into an assemblage of divine or cosmic personages 
and forces, the transforming language of the liturgy will be 
directed to the task of prompting those powers to bring 
about some desired end. At the simplest level, there are the 
wishes that the ritual will produce a positive result. These 
may be first-person optatives (the optative is the grammatical 
mood for expressing a wish) of a condition one desires for 
oneself, as in this mantra said by the patron of a Vedic sacri- 
fice: “By the sacrifice to the gods for Agni may I be food- 
eating.” The patron will utter a wish in the same form after 
each offering is poured onto the fire. A similar connection 


between ritual activity and desired end is expressed in the 
Catholic Mass by a third-person optative: “May the body of 
our Lord Jesus Christ preserve my soul for everlasting life.” 
This is said by the priest when he takes communion himself. 
But when he offers the sacrament to others he turns the wish 
into a blessing: “May the body of our Lord Jesus Christ pre- 
serve your soul for everlasting life.” When one utters a wish 
that some negative condition may come about for another, 
it is a curse. 


One may also direct the ritual objects to bring about a 
goal, as when the Vedic priest calls on the firmly fixed baking 
tile: “You are firm. Make the earth firm. Make life firm. 
Make the offspring firm.” Or, finally, past-tense indicative 
utterances may be used simply to declare that the wished-for 
state of affairs has indeed come about. Navajo blessing 
prayers regularly conclude on such a note of verbal accom- 
plishment. 


There are some transformations that are supposed to 
carry over into, or take place in, nonritual settings. The mar- 
riage pronouncement is one such instance. These verbally ac- 
complished acts that bring about a change in status were 
closely studied first by the philosopher J. L. Austin, who 
called them “performative utterances.” Following his lead, 
some scholars have interpreted the magic spell as a simple 
case of a performative act that is felt to bring about a change 
in condition through the proper application of wholly con- 
ventional rules—just as turning two single people into a mar- 
tied couple requires only the recitation of the correct set of 
words under stipulated circumstances. Others, however, 
have pointed out that there is a difference between the con- 
ventional, socially recognized condition of being married and 
the brute, physical facts of illness or even death, which magic 
spells have regularly been employed to bring about. Thus 
when the priest at a Vedic sacrifice thrusts a wooden sword 
into the ground and says “O gods, he who hates me. . . his 
head I cut off with Indra’s thunderbolt,” words are being 
used to connect a ritual or magical action with a desired end 
that is more than just a conventional reality. 


Language and worship. The most prominent sacred 
task to which language is put is the worship of the gods. The 
transformation of the ritual setting is usually an activity pre- 
paratory to the climactic offering of praise. The service of the 
gods demands a complex verbal etiquette. Interaction with 
the gods cannot be a matter of simple manipulation; instead, 
every act must be cushioned with words of explanation and 
concern. Furthermore, the intangible nature of the gods de- 
mands a linguistic means to make their presence take on a 
more concrete reality. 


Most religious traditions have decided that worship of 
the gods must follow a particular form. The topics of the lit- 
urgy have a proper order. In Judaism there is the principle 
enunciated by the rabbis: “A man should always utter the 
praises of God before he offers his petitions.” The opening 
lines of the official worship service dedicated to the Chinese 
earth god display a typical pattern: “She [the earth god] de- 
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fends the nation and shelters the people. . . . Now during 
the mid-spring, we respectfully offer animals and sweet wine 
in this ordinary sacrifice. Deign to accept them.” Indicative 
statements of the god’s praiseworthy activity are followed by 
a first-person announcement of the act and objects of offer- 
ing. Last comes the request to the god to accept the sacrifice. 
Most of the fundamental themes of worship will be found 
within the structure: invocation, praise, offering, and 
petition. 


Invocation. Logically the first topic of any service of 
worship, securing the gods’ presence at the rite—usually with 
second-person imperatives requesting them to come—will 
form an elaborate early portion of many liturgies. Hindu 
Tantric ritual, for example, uses an invocation to bring about 
the presence of the god in the concrete image that is the focus 
of worship: “O Lord who protects the world, graciously be 
present in this lingam [phallic image of Siva] until the end 
of worship.” 


Praise. Essentially to praise means to pronounce public- 
ly and thereby acknowledge recognition of a god’s praisewor- 
thy characteristics. If these involve deeds accomplished in the 
past that were of benefit, one expresses thanksgiving. There 
is always the hope, and probably expectation, that mention- 
ing such deeds of benevolence will prompt the deity to act 
again on the celebrant’s behalf. Certainly uttering praise is 
intended to make the god favorably disposed, or even to fill 
the god with renewed energy. 


The simplest way to give linguistic expression to praise 
is to say “I praise,” as in the Christian Gloria: “We praise 
thee, we bless thee, we adore thee, we glorify thee. . . .” 
Also typical are optative phrases, hoping that praise will be- 
come the universal response to the god. There is, for exam- 
ple, the Lesser Doxology: “Glory be to the Father, the Son, 
and the Holy Ghost.” That is a common form for Hindu 
mantras of praise as well. The most basic verbal expression 
of piety for followers of Siva is the “root mantra” 
(milamantra), “Namo Sivaya,” meaning “[Let there be] rev- 
erence to Siva.” This Sanskrit form was carried by Buddhism 
all the way to Japan, where the favorite way of showing devo- 
tion in the Pure Land sects became the constant repetition 
of “Namu Amida Butsu,” meaning “[Let there be] reverence 
to Amida Buddha.” 


A further development of the theme of praise comes 
through indicative statements of a god’s praiseworthy charac- 
teristics, either present-tense declarations of constant attri- 
butes or past-tense statements of a god’s great deeds. Both 
help to give a vivid sense of the god’s actual presence, espe- 
cially when made in the intimate form of second-person di- 
rect address. The Jewish berakhot (“blessings”) combine the 
two methods of praise just presented. They usually have the 
form “Blessed are You O Lord, who has done [or does] such- 
and-such.” The phrase “Blessed are You O Lord” (“Barukh 
attah Adonai”) is equivalent to the optative expression “Let 
there be reverence (or glory) to you.” 
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Offering. The high point of many worship services is the 
act of offering some gift to the invoked and praised gods. 
Words are necessary accompaniments to the physical act to 
define it as an act of offering, motivated by the appropriate 
intention on the part of the worshiper. There must also be 
statements expressing the proper concern for the god’s feel- 
ings. Again, the simplest way to establish an act as one of of- 
fering is to say “I offer.” This is usually accompanied by an 
enumeration and description of the objects offered. Almost 
always there will be a request that the god accept the offer- 
ings. In the Mass one finds “Holy Father. . . accept this un- 
blemished sacrificial offering.” Hindu worship includes such 
phrasing as “What has been given with complete devotion, 
. . . do accept these out of compassion for me.” 


Petition. The logically final act of worship, petition is 
in many cases the motive force behind the entire service. 
There are religious traditions, however, that downplay this 
goal. The worship service (pija) of Hindu Tantra, for exam- 
ple, is intended primarily as a spiritual discipline to be valued 
in its own right, rather than for any boon that might be ob- 
tained by prayer to the worshiped deity. The liturgy of Islam 
also has little in the way of petition. However, in the stan- 
dard weekday service of rabbinic Judaism, the central ele- 
ment, the Amidah, contains a set of twelve supplications, the 
tefillot, accompanied by praise. And in the traditional Mass, 
the most prominent single type of utterance is a second- 
person imperative addressed to God the Father—for exam- 
ple, “Deliver us from every evil” or “Grant us this day our 
daily bread.” The term prayer, though often used in the wid- 
est sense to refer to almost any form of language used in deal- 
ing with the gods, might best be restricted to this function 
of petition. 


SEE ALSO Alphabets; Calligraphy; Glossolalia; Incantation; 
Logos; Magic; Mantra; Names and Naming; Oracles; 
Prayer. 
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LANGUAGE: BUDDHIST VIEWS OF LANGUAGE 
Any tradition that seeks mystical silence becomes intensely 
involved with the question of the role of language in religion. 
Silence presupposes speech; concern with the former reflects 
a concern with the latter. Even a brief survey of Buddhism 
would reveal a number of important strands within its tradi- 
tion that depend heavily, or focus primarily, on some con- 
cept of sacred language. 

DOCTRINAL BACKGROUND. Pre-Mahayana Buddhist litera- 
ture tends to subsume all forms of discourse into the category 
of discursive thought. At this early stage there is already a 


tendency to identify language with “discursive or conceptual 
thought,” and to identify the latter with erroneous knowl- 
edge. The Nikayas and Agamas suggest—certainly not as 
strongly as in Mahayana—the ineffable character of the Bud- 
dhist religious goal. The Buddha is beyond the “paths of 
speech” (Suttanipata 1076), he cannot be conceived in visual 
or auditory images (Theragatha 469). 


Buddhist scholastics, on the other hand, downplay the 
nonconceptual. For them, liberating wisdom (prajfa) has 
discursive, as well as nondiscursive, dimensions. Still, their 
view of Buddhism unquestionably pictures the religion as a 
critique of conventional perceptions and descriptions of real- 
ity. The dharma theory of the Abhidharma can be interpret- 
ed as an attempt to establish a technical language of libera- 
tion—a set of concepts that will replace the misconceptions 
inherent in the ways of speaking about the world. These re- 
flections find expression in the Abhidharmic concept of praj- 
fapti, as developed in particular in the Sautrantika school. 
Prajnapti, or “conventional designation,” is the term used to 
explain the role and function of conventional language in 
contrast to the language of truth (paramdartha), which de- 
scribes accurately the nature of reality as seen by the en- 


lightened. 


Prajfapti is also the key link between Abhidharmic 
thought and the philosophy of the Madhyamika school. In 
the latter school human experience of reality is seen as being 
of two kinds: conventional views and the perception of ulti- 
mate reality. Language is an important aspect of the former, 
and as such it is perceived as a tool for the construction of 
a mock reality. Yet language also serves to express, or point 
at, the nonlinguistic sphere, that is, at the nature of things. 


The Sautrantika logicians also sought to attack what 
they perceived as reification of language in the philosophy 
of their Hindu rivals. The extremes to which these Buddhist 
philosophers went in trying to show the deceptive nature of 
language are particularly obvious in their theory of apoha— 
language as “exclusion.” According to this theory, words do 
not correspond or refer to objects, for their meaning is the 
exclusion of whatever is not the object of reference. The 
word cow, for instance, means only “the absence of non- 
cow.” Among Buddhist philosophers after the eighth century 
(e.g., Santiraksita, Kamalagila, Ratnakirti) several refine- 
ments and qualifications of this view became the standard 
theories of meaning. Application of these theories to the reli- 
gious sphere, however, does not seem to have occurred to 
their formulators. 


Nevertheless, it is difficult to imagine that doctrines of 
meaning and negation could remain unconnected to Bud- 
dhism as a religious practice—that is, as a type of apophatic 
mysticism. In the Sitra literature the connection is estab- 
lished explicitly. For instance, the Lankavatara Siitra sees the 
world of speech as the world of delusion, which is identical 
with the world of the disturbed and illusory mind. Accord- 
ingly, the Buddha is said to have abided in “the silence of 
the sage.” He never spoke a word. The Vimalakirtinirdesa 
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